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at such a time in the world's history. There were several reasons
why the Royal Society had good reason to concern itself
with the art of discourse. Having set its face against the "notional
or disputatious way," it looked askance at the rhetorical exploits
of Sir Thomas Browne. Sprat expresses the prevailing sentiment,
when he declares:

In these and all other businesses that have come under their
care, there is one thing more about which the Society has been
most solicitous, and that is the manner of their discourse, which,
unless they had been very watch&l to keep in due temper, the
whole spirit and vigour of their design had been soon eaten out
by the luxury and redundance of speech. The ill effects of this
superfluity of talking have already overwhelmed most arts and
professions, in so much that when I consider the means of happy
living and the causes of their corruption, I can hardly forbear
recanting what I said before, and concluding that eloquence ought
to be banished out of all civil Societies as a thing fatal to peace
and good manners.

What is more important in this context is that the Society's
initial poHcy was advisedly non-academic. Its first members were
not exclusively men of academic training. It sought close co-
operation with shipowners, large-scale farmers and industrialists,
in compiling its various "histories" of new inventions and im-
provement of all kinds. Hence it is not remarkable that we find
Wilkins referring to the use of Shorthand, which had received
some topical notoriety on account of its use in the great political
trials of the time. In his essays, Not Without Prejudice, Lord Hewart
says that shorthand reports had been taken of the King's Speech
on the occasion of the impeachment of the five members and of
the trial of John Lilburne, the leveller.

In the age of patronage the common practice of scientific men
was either to disguise recipes of lucrative inventions in crypto-
grams1 (perpetuated in the so-called formulae of crime fiction

1 In 1641 Wilkins had published an anonymous brochure on codes called the
Secret Messenger. Possibly its primary intention was to furnish a prophylactic
against the Star Chamber.